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Abstract 
This paper looks at novice teachers’ perceptions and aspirations of their teaching. Reading through the blogs of 50 novice science  
teachers, some teachers were coping better than others with their new placements. Whereas some novice teachers were very 
frustrated and dissatisfied, others used successful strategies to overcome obstacles. Subsequent analysis of a questionnaire that 
looked at perfectionist attitudes among these teachers along with their PGCE counterparts across all subjects (a total of 279 
teachers) confirmed that the ways in which teachers approached their new role, affected their teaching and the amount of 
frustration that they encountered. The research warns of the importance of guiding novice teachers with ideas of excellence rather 
than perfection that many feel they need to attain.  
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
 The concept of perfectionism has prompted much debate over the years (e.g., Adler, 1956; Hollender, 
1965; Pacht, 1984). Definitions of perfection often cite certain factors such as the setting of excessively high 
personal standards of performance (e.g. Hamachek, 1978). Defined also as a personality style, perfection is 
characterised by the striving for flawlessness and setting of excessively high standards for performance 
accompanied by tendencies for overly critical evaluations of one’s behaviour (Flett & Hewitt, 2002; Hewitt & Flett, 
2007; Frost, Marten, Lahart & Rosenblate, 1990); as well as obsessives who need to feel in control at all times to 
protect themselves and ensure their own safety (Mallinger & DeWyze, 1992). 
 Despite being a major criterion for diagnosis by the American Psychiatric Association (2000), and playing 
a major role in a wide variety of psychopathologies, there is still no precise definition of perfection, little agreement 
as to the nature of the construct, and paucity of research on this construct, especially in the realm of Initial Teacher 
Education. In trying to encapsulate the meaning of perfection, the consensus in the literature is that there are two 
types of perfectionists, described as being either “normal” or “neurotic” (Hamachek, 1978). Normal perfectionists 
are those who set high standards for themselves but at the same time “feel free to be less precise as the situation 
permits” (p. 27); whereas neurotic perfectionists set high standards but allow little scope for making mistakes and 
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consequently feel that nothing is accomplished well enough. Also, when Stoeber and Otto (2006) reviewed the 
various definitions and measures of perfectionism, they found that perfectionism comprised two main dimensions: 
the more positive perfectionist strivings versus the more negative perfectionist concerns. 
2. Our research 
 The central thesis of this paper is that constant striving for perfection can be and is often attainable as a 
novice teacher, but that when faced with the unexpected and unpredictable nature of teaching, perfection is 
sometimes no longer tenable. It may be that the one-time student who shone through the ranks of education cannot 
cope with anything less that the perfection previously sought and attained. How therefore does a new teacher cope 
with this lack of perfection and control? Can a new teacher acknowledge that in the imperfect world of schools it is 
acceptable to occasionally fall short of perfection and that in the early stages of teaching sometimes some situations 
may seem to be beyond their control? 
 
perhaps even adaptive; and the other, a maladaptive form that results in emotional distress? And if so, is there a way 
to pinpoint these teachers at the training stage, in order to address these issues and prepare them for possible 
eventualities? 
 Our data emerged from two sources. The original data source was a series of blogs written by 50 novice 
science teachers about their placement experiences. Reading through the blogs, it became evident that some of the 
teachers were becoming very frustrated with their early experiences. These data prompted us to analyse a 
questionnaire given to the entire cohort of 279 PGCE students of 2009- 2010 in order to see if there was a difference 
among these novice teachers in their attitudes to perfection. 
3. Findings 
3.1.  Correlations resulting from the questionnaire revealed that trainee teachers' scores on mood correlated 
relatively strongly and significantly with their scores on concern over mistakes (r=0.411, P<0.001, N=169) and with 
doubts over actions (r=0.490, P<0.001, N=180), so that when teachers became concerned about achieving 
perfection, this directly affected their mood. However, mood did not correlate strongly or significantly with 
organisation (r=0.107, P=0.154, N=178), and correlated only relatively weakly but significantly with personal 
standards (r=0.226, P=0.002, N=177). Examining the wider factors of striving (including organisation and personal 
standards) and concern (including concern over mistakes and doubts over actions), using a two way anova, striving 
was not significantly related to mood (F(1, 155) = 0.203, P=0.653), whereas concern was significantly related to 
mood (F(1, 155) = 37.234, P<0.001). Therefore, when teachers employed striving as part of their strategy to achieve 
perfection, this was not linked to negative mood, but instead resulted in more positive attitudes. 
3.2.  We now present some blog entries that were written by the sub-sample of 50 of the novice teachers who 
specialised in science teaching, and which reflect the findings of the quantitative analyses above. It is apparent from 
f their early teaching experiences that they tend to fall into two distinct categories: those 
who can cope with the pressure they encounter and continue to strive for perfection; and those who are discouraged 
by what they experience and become despondent about reaching their goals. 
 Before looking at the two different types of responses, we begin with a quotation from one novice teacher 
that encapsulates both the concerns and the strivings that characterise the two forms of perfection. The first half of 
the quotation reflects the concerns about the school in which they have been placed. The teacher admits to being a 
perfectionist, and in his, albeit relatively inexperienced view, the disruption and lack of focus that he witnessed led 
him to conclude that the standard of the lessons was poor; and then goes on to say that the situation they are 
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 start teaching and take ownership. The impression 
 Coming from industry working with 
business leaders, all have exuded more warmth...I know I am a perfectionist and am not always easy to please, but I 
wonder if there is a big turnover. It is quite depressing. Having said that - 
teaching. Then I can stop being critical and start concentrating on making my lessons as good as possible. I am fed 
up with watching. 
 Reading through all the blogs, it was apparent that these novice teachers revealed some traits that seemed to 
personify perfectionism, such as impatience, being motivated, being the best, having high and specific expectations, 
enjoying challenges, even signs of selfishness. At the same time, teachers encountered school-related issues that 
they were either able to overcome, or with which they became increasingly frustrated, feeling that they 
underachieved. Such issues included: lesson planning, substantive teaching, and teaching approaches. We will now 
expand on our findings highlighting the two distinct ways in which teachers perceived the scope of reaching 
perfection. We will begin with those teachers who, despite being confronted with obstacles, felt they were able to 
overcome them and strive for perfection. 
3.2.1. Perfectionist strivings 
 Some of the novice teachers wanted to make their mark with a good impression of themselves and 
ive in order to enhance learning 
and spoke positively about his approaches to teaching: In agreement with my mentor, I think my biggest strength so 
far is lesson planning. I am very aware to try and make my lesson fun and engaging whilst appealing to all different 
learners. I guess in a selfish way, I want to make my lesson the pupils can clearly remember at the end of the day, 
particularly looking at thinking that pupils go from one subject straight to another, which can lead to boredom and 
all pupils and make them look forward to turning up for biology. 
 Enthusiasm and encouragement were seen by novice teachers as being important to engage students. The 
teachers emphasised the importance of striving to achieve involved and interactive lessons that would harbour 
enthusiasm, mimimise disruption and focus students with the end goal of enhancing learning: If you make yourself 
sound enthusiastic ... they appear to respond better. This helps effective teaching as the students feel like they can 
relate to you, and as such will work harder for you. Also with regards to punishments, many teachers I have 
gets instant responses from the students... 
 In striving to do well, 
 
Since last week, I am feeling a lot more confident in my delivery especially at the start of the lesson in terms of 
welcoming the students at the door, asking how they are and setting starters. I have definitely moved away from the 
apparent tunnel vision I had when I first started teaching last week. I am far more relaxed and I can share a joke 
 
 The enthusiasm expressed by teachers when a lesson went well reflected the rewards of striving  in this 
case the novice teacher applied an imaginative and creative approach to teaching a lesson on photosynthesis: 
Fantastic lesson today on photosynthesis and light intensity. I am so happy that I tried to get the practical to work 
well. They even got some meaningful results. Biology is so cool when it works. I am trying different things that seem 
to work. I am enjoying teaching now. 
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 Other novice teachers highlighted areas that needed work and thought about ways in which they could 
strive to achieve more productive lessons. What comes through clearly in some of the following quotations, is the 
need and determination by the novice teachers to get things right, and the lengths to which they strive, something 
which is particularly pertinent to science learning. There seems to be both concern and striving among these novice 
teachers - perhaps both are necessary to raise the mood: This lesson was particularly useful and highlighted some 
essential areas that I need to work on. Onwards and upwards...! 
3.2.2. Perfectionist concerns 
 Conversely, the concerns expressed by other novice teachers overshadowed their ability to see clearly 
towards a path to perfection. For example, confronted with the challenges of planning lessons, despite recognising 
their strengths and abilities, some novice teachers were finding it more difficult to think positively about being able 
to deliver effective teaching: -stop. 
On paper I think I look good, and even after mini-breakdowns and many hours of fretting, I am told by the teachers 
that I plan good lessons  
- I am being too ambitious and getting confused. 
 Receiving negative feedback from mentors and teachers did not help novice teachers when trying to 
confront situations and tackle issues. Some novice teachers spoke about their frustration when trying to become 
independent and initiate things themselves: I feel my lesson plan was ok but as a result of the situation, they learnt 
nothing and I came out feeling extremely shaken and upset. At the end of the lesson the teacher told me that the 
lesson plans were unsuitable, despite having had them since the previous day and agreed prior to the lesson. He 
also told me that had my university tutor observed my lesson I would have failed the course - this really demoralised 
me as I am trying so hard to make my lessons good I feel this comment was deeply unfair. 
 As well as receiving knock-backs from colleagues, some novice teachers found it difficult to engage with 
the students: It was horribly complicated even giving out the cards with all their questions and wasted loads of time. 
 disaster. The task was completed fine and most stayed on 
task but felt really deflated as tried harder than on other lessons with the same class ending with less good result. 
 The deflated nature felt by this novice teacher is representative of the low mood that results from their 
concerns. Despite putting in extra work, this did not produce the desired outcomes. Moreover, the novice teachers 
spoke about how they felt they were unduly harsh when reflecting on the delivery of their lessons. One novice 
tea
the emotive concerns evolved into a more professional reflection: I just taught another full chemistry lesson and I 
was left exhausted and slightly bemused. Nothing major went wrong, but the whole thing was a little bit 
chaotic! - just not how I 
envisaged it!!. A few diligent students will have learnt something, but I feel the majority of the students were not 
focused enough to learn. 
 Concerns from these novice teachers ranged from differences in teaching approaches by colleagues, to 
recognising that students were being taught incorrect facts, to berating themselves for not being able to deliver the 
lesson content correctly and effectively: ...good lesson but angry that I did not think through everything - especially 
that change in energy = energy products - energy reactants - does not work for bond breaking and forming - even 
though it was a teacher's suggestion! THINK THINGS THROUGH. 
4. Discussion 
 It seems that aiming for perfection can lead to two very different outcomes. On the one hand, perfection 
can be positive and lead to positive outcomes. It can propel a person to accomplish and to persevere in the face of 
adversity. On the other hand, in its negative form, it can be debilitating and damaging. Perfectionists have 
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excessively high standards and thus are prone to experience dissatisfaction and embarrassment. Tasks are often put 
on hold when the person procrastinates because they believe that the outcome will be less than perfect, thereby 
curbing productivity. Moreover, if the task is completed and perceived as short of perfect, the person can be self-
depr
and aspirations. High achieving students consistently strive for perfection. On becoming teachers, they find that they 
suffer from stress and burnout, and extreme cases of perfectionism have indeed been associated with increased 
stress, maladaptive coping and burnout (Flett &Hewitt, 2002).  Such findings underscore the potential demise when 
o concerns and disillusionment in teaching. So with these 
consequences in mind, is aiming for perfection necessarily a good thing and one in which we should encourage in 
novice teachers, and indeed in trainees from other professions? At the very least, the research warns the importance 
of alerting trainee teachers of the realities of teaching, where their ideas might not always go to plan, but where they 
should take control and strive to achieve their goals as far as possible. 
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